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Fear of widespread defections from 
his Peoples , Temple, and particularly- 
the threatened lossCof : one 6.-yeaftbld • 
child..' -tO! two h disillusioned '^former’ 
members, was one of., the catalysts 
that drove the Rev. Jim Jones to or- 
der the mass suicide of His congrega- 
tion 10 days ago, according to a well- 
informed source close to the temple. 

The source, who has been in close 
contact with Jones and the temple 
over the last several years, says Jones 
was convinced the defections would 
fuel growing public criticism of his 
cult and bring on the demise of his 20- 
year-old movement. He ordered the 
destruction of his church, this source 
believes, as a final collective 
“punishment” for the “sins” of . defec- 
tors who had “betrayed” him and 
turned against the church. - 

A central figure in this unfolding 
drama, according to this source, was 
John Victor Stoen, 6, whom Jones 
claimed he had fathered. , ' 

Stoen’s parents', Grace and Timothy 
Stoen, had been highly respected 



members of the Peoples Temple. 
Jones considered Tim one of the most 
knowledgeable people about the inner 
workings of ...the - church. After ; they 
left the:;mmplg.iin l976 and . 1977, the 
Stoens waged a bitter custody- fight to 
" regain tlieir son from Jones, and were 
a major factor in prompting Rep, Leo 
Ryan’s. ill-fated;fact-fihding mission to 
Guyana this month. - 

For Jones the battle with the Stoens 
for custody of the child apparently 
became the ultimate symbol of his 
life-and-death struggle against defec- 
tors, with the very existence of his 
congregation hanging in the balance. 
-;-Tt was Jones’ fear over a year ago 
that he was in danger of losing John 
_^and the exposure that the Stoens’ 
efforts to win him back would bring 
bn the church — that prompted Jones’ 
first threat to order mass suicide in 
his Guyana congregation, according to 
a former temple member and to tem- 
ple attorney. Charles Garry. 

And 10 days ago, according to the 
source Close to the temple, if was the 
Stoens’ renewed attempts to win thecr 

See TEMPLE, A17, Col. 1 



GRACE STOEN 
. . . sought to regain son 



I THE WASHINGTON POST Monday, November 27,1973 



A 17. 



Cult Mass 

,/ TEMPLE, From A1 , 

child hack that played a key vole in 
triggering Jones’ decision to self-de- 
struct his church. 

■According to this source, a church 
doctrine required “group punishment” 
for the “sins” of those who threatened 
the cohesion of the group. (Errors de- 
serving punishment committed by any 
member were considered errors com- 
mitted by, and against, the congrega- 
■■ tion as a whole. To symbolize punish- 
ment of the group, Jones would some- 
times be beaten before the individual 
offender.) 

During Ryan’s visit, it appeared 
that a number of church members, in- 
cluding young John Stoen, would com- 
mit the ultimate sin of defection. 

The ultimate punishment of the 
group was therefore deemed neces- 
sary by Jones who, according to this 
source, proclaimed the mass suicide 
the “will of the people” to self-de- 
struct. 

The Stoen family role in the evolu- 
tion of the Peoples Temple dates to 
1970 when Grade Stoen joined her 
husband as amember of Jones’ congre- 
gation in Ukiah, Calif. Timothy Stoen, 
then in his early 30s, rose quickly in 
the ranks, becoming the temple’s 
prime legal counsel and a trusted ad- 
viser to Jones. 

“I did nothing either vlith respect to 
the church or with respect to my own 
personal legal affairs without first 
consulting” Tim Stoen, Jones stated 
in a court affidavit unrelated to the 
I custody issue early this year. “I am 
■ sure over the years he . . . gained 
' more confidential information about 
Peoples Temple and its members than 
any other living person.” 

Grace Stoen, who was only 19 when 
she joined the church, also rapidly as- 
sumed a position of importance. She 
became a close confidante of Jones, 
and as the temple’s “bookkeeper” 
gained an intimate knowledge of the 
complicated financial operations. 



Suicide Viewed as ‘Punishment’ 



On Jan. 25, 1972, Grace Stoen gave 
birth to a son. John Victor Stoen was 
brought up in the temple, and raised 
by Grace, Jim Jones and other mem- 
bers of the congregation. In 1974 and 
early 1976, Grace Stoen signed docu- 
ments, later ruled invalid, turning 
custody of her son over to the temple. 

Grace, however, became increas- 
ingly disenchanted with Jones’ opera- 
tion of the church. In a court declara- 
tion in 1977 she charged that members 
were subjected to “beatings” and 
“public humiliation,” and that Jones 
became consumed by a “paranoid 
world vision” and “claimed at various 
times to be the reincarnation of Bud- 
dha, Jesus Christ and Lenin.” - 

“Thoroughly disillusioned,” she 
stated, she “secretly departed” from 
the church in July 1976, leaving be- 
hind her son and husband. Four 
months later, Jones sent the child to 
Guyana. 

After what she said were repeated 
unsuccessful efforts to persuade her 
husband and Jones to give back her 
son, Grace Stoen filed for divorce and 
custody of the child in San Francisco 
Superior Court in February 1977. 

It was in the course of protracted 
legal wrangling over the case, accord- 
ing to Grace’s attorney, Jeffrey Haas, 
that Jones first made the allegation 
that he was the actual father of John 
Victor. The claim was heatedly denied 
by the Stoens, however, and was 
never made an issue in the custody 
proceedings. 

On Aug. 26, 1977, Grace Stoen ob- 
tained a preliminary ruling from Su- 
perior Court Judge Donald King in 
San Francisco granting her custody of 
the child and ordering Jones’ appear- 
ance in the court. Armed with a 
judge’s order, attorney Haas says, he 
flew to Guyana within days to launch 
court proceedings there and secure 
John Victor’s release from Jonestown. 

It was Haas’ appearance and initial 
success in the Guyanese courts in Sep- 



tember 1977 that reportedly led Jones 
to issue his first threat to self-destruct 
his church. 

Temple attorney Garry said in a re- 
cent interview that he was contacted 
at the time by the San Francisco tem- 
ple office and was told that Jones had 
threatened mass suicide if the Stoens 
were not stopped. Garry said ha 
linked up with Jones’ wife, Marcie, in 
Chicago and “made a telephone radio 
patch to Jonestown.” 

“1 told Jones it was madness,” 
Gerry recalled. “He said the people 
had demanded [suicide] and that he as 
their leader, had to give in.” 

Supporting Garry’s ac'punt is a 
June 1978 sworn affidavit of Deborah 
Layton Blakey, the temple’s former 
“finance secretary.” Blakey, who was 
in the San Francisco temple office 
during the September “ risis,” said 
Jones was bitter over Grace Stoen’s 
defection and fearful of what Timo- 
thy, who was then also defecting, 
might say about the church. Jones 
“believed that he would be able to 
stop Timothy Stoen,” Blakey said, 
“from speaking against the temple as 
long as the child was being held in 
Guyana.” 

With the arrival of attorney Haas at 
Jonestown, Blakey recalled, “the radio 
messages from Guyana w.sre frenzied 
and hysterical.” She and another tem- 
ple member “were instructed to place 
a telephone call to a hlgh ranRin^ Gu- 
yanese official who was visiting the 
U.S. and deliver the following threat: 
Unless the government of Guyana 
took immediate steps to stall the Gu- 
yanese court action regarding John 
Stoen’s custody, the entire population 
of Jonestown would extinguish itself 
in a mass suicide by 5:30 p.m. that 
day.” 

Both Garry and Blakey stated that 
after the suicide threat they tried to 
contact Guyanese official!: to stop the 
court action. “Basically at that point,” 



according to attorney Haas, “the court 
process shut down” and the Stoens’ le- 
gal efforts to regain John Victor came 
to a standstill. 

The Stoens turned to the State De- 
partment and members of Congress to 
put pressure on the Guyanese govern- 
ment and get the proceedings moving. 
Their efforts bore no fruit until .Au- 
gust 1978 when Grace found a recep- 
tive ear in Congressman Ryan. 

Haas says that Grace Stoen “met 
with Leo Ryan two or three times” to 
plead her case and describe her expe- 
riences inside Jones’ church. She was 
“one of the , central figures” in the 
California Democrat’s ultimate deci- 
sion to lead this fateful fact-finding 
mission to Jonestown, according to 
Haas. The Stoens also traveled sepa- 
rately to Guyana during Ryan’s visit. 

According to the source close to the 
temple, the threat that Ryan’s mission 
would reopen the custody proceedings 
and force the- release of John, plus 
Jones’ fear of other defections to 
Ryan’s contingent, triggered the 
“punishing mechanism” and the col- 
lective suicide in Jonestown. ’’ 

Six-year-old John Victor Stoen is be- 
lieved to have been among the victims 
of the mass poisoning. Grace and Tim- 
othy Stoen, according to Haas, are. 
now in the San Francisco Bay area. i 
They could not be reached for com- | 
ment. 




